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Introduction to the project  

 

In the last decade, the European economy as a whole – including the financial sector – faced various 

demanding challenges, such as phases of bust alternating with stagnation and further advancement 

of the globalisation process. But two changes had no precedent: the digital transition and the 

widespread ageing of society, thus of the workforce.      

                          

The convergence of these two changes urges some queries. To what extent is broader technology 

impacting on labour in banking and finance? How is the digital transition affecting job quality for 

aged and younger workers? What are the tools to cope with the ageing of the workforce?   What are 

the right ways to bridge the age divide and the relevant knowledge gap?        

These topics have been explored via a specific European project, run inside the banking world. For 

the work, involving academic institutions and trade unions, has been chosen the engaging title “The 

European social dialogue and the development of the solidarity between generations of workers: 

focus on ‘over 55’ and young workers in the finance sector. Sustainable growth and generation 

gap” (VS/2018/0040).   

 

The project has been carried out by the leading Italian trade union First Cisl, together with three 

scientific partners (the Italian Adapt, the Spanish Polibienestar, the  University of Lodz), with the 

involvement of other eight trade union organisations coming from European member states 

(Greece, Finland, Hungary, France, Malta, Romania, Spain) and candidate country (Turkey). 

The project has combined the results of the various lines of research undertaken by the scientific 

partners and the empirical evidence acquired by the trade unions via workplace observation. 

Particularly, at the end of activities, the perceptions and expectations of workers have been 

systematised and elaborated by the scientific partners in the framework of Delphi methodology.  

This paper is aimed to discuss the outcome of the confluence and integration of theoretical and 

pragmatic contributions, whose ultimate goal is that of facilitating the behaviour of trade unionists 

as agents of knowledge and change.  

  

The extent of the impact of broader technology on demand for labour in banking and finance 

 

There are three different scenarios concerning the effect of digitisation on the labour market in 

general.  As to a favourable perspective, the digital transformation will stimulate innovation across 

all industries, in such a way giving a positive impulse to the economy and creating new jobs. 

According to an unfavourable view - which is widespread - higher automation will tend to replicate 

the human work, thus bringing the displacement of jobs (“technological unemployment”). A third 

https://www.firstcisl.it/2018/05/workers-over-55-and-intergenerational-solidarity/
http://www.adapt.it/
https://www.polibienestar.org/
https://iso.uni.lodz.pl/
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view considers that smart automation will lead to a change in the employment structure, causing 

shifts toward tertiary and quaternary jobs, without overall job losses.  

In Europe, the impact of the black swan on total employment ceased in 2014, which is deemed to be 

the watershed year between the negative phase and the positive phase of labour market cycle in the 

past years. Since then, the total number of workers in the European Union have increased year by 

year, up to the highest peak ever reached in history.  

 

On the contrary, in the banking industry, the decline is continuing even after 2014. This is not due 

to a trail of the financial and economic crisis, and it is only partially due to the consequences of 

digital transition in terms of different work organisation and business models.   

Indeed, according to a recent study which was carried out by First Cisl, there is no direct correlation 

between the reduction of  jobs and the ongoing digitisation: the cause of a fall in employment is to 

be found in the obsession of banks for cost reduction.        

 

The influence of digital transition on job quality for aged and younger workers in the 

financial sector  

 

In a financial ecosystem where the demand for traditional job functions is rapidly declining, 

workers who are specialized in the operations of yesterday run the serious risk of being displaced 

because they have become unfit from an evolutionary perspective (“knowledge obsolescence”).        

It is evident what is happening in all the banks to roles such as cashier, teller, back-office assistant, 

routine administrative officer, accountant. Workers operating those outdated functions - to keep the 

job, i.e. to survive financially – are reskilling and retraining towards more modern roles, such as 

remote relationship manager, risk analyst, remote business analyst, compliance officer.  These tasks 

are performed through intermediate digital skills.    

 

Meanwhile, the new hires are straight employed in the new positions in demand such as digital 

channel handler, functional transformation engineer, digital banking technologist, digital banking 

project manager, channels solution architect. These roles are run through advanced digital 

competencies. Because of the accelerating march of digitisation, people with a STEM education 

background are in demand much more than before. At Deutsche Bank, four new hires out of ten 

have a degree in science, technology, engineering or mathematics.  

         

Of course, the reskilling and retraining processes result easier for younger workers than for   older 

workers. There is a different approach of the two demographic cohorts toward new technology, 

mainly due to a cultural divide. Millennials - those up to 39 - grew up in a technology-saturated 

world. Every day they use mobile devices such as smartphones, tablet computers and notebooks. 

They are continually connected, using instant messaging apps like WhatsApp and Messenger or 

sharing on social media platforms like Facebook, Twitter and Instagram. They have easily adopted 

a new pattern of communication, based on simplicity and rapidity.     

     

On the contrary, Baby Boomers – those over 55 - grew up speaking on landline telephones, sending 

letters by post and using typewriters. They still prefer phone conversations and face-to-face 

communication to instant messaging. They have often strived to adapt to process automation.        

The digital revolution in the workplace has deepened the cultural gap. Millennials approach work 

rapidly, technically and through standardisation. They feel comfortable with digital processes 

because they see themselves “trouble-shooting” and multi-tasking. On the contrary, Baby Boomers 

are used to approach work with judgement, basing their decisions on previous experience.  

Also, digitisation is going to affect the business models and work organisation of banking. 

Particularly, two simplifications are considered consistent with the digital transformation: a spatial 

remodelling of the branch network mainly via the “hub and spoke” pattern and a more horizontal 

https://www.firstcisl.it/wp-ontent/uploads/2019/12/Digitalizzazione_reti_fisiche_e_occupazione.pdf
https://www.db.com/cr/en/our-people/employee--development.htm
https://www.db.com/cr/en/our-people/employee--development.htm
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hierarchy characterised by decentralization and shorter decision-making paths. Both these changes 

may have a negative repercussion on roles, with demotion especially for older workers.  

 

Finally, digitisation also allows work flexibility over time and space (remote customer relations, 

teleworking, smart working), thus enables work-family reconciliation. But it should not be 

overlooked that remote working remains inconsistent with careers towards key roles – P&M - for 

which physical presence at work is crucial. Nonetheless, telecommuting implies a risk: any 

additional work pressure could not be perceived as such and could drive homeworkers to exceed 

their work hours, thus denying themselves the “right to switch off”. 

 

It is evident how a regulatory framework aimed to manage the impact of digitisation on job quality 

becomes of vital importance. The social dialogue is the right tool to orientate the digital change and 

mitigate the negative effects on workers. In that, there are two recent examples in Italy and Greece.  

The Italian trade unions have recently negotiated a specific article of the 2019-2022 collective 

bargaining agreement, concerning the principle of worker participation in governing digital 

innovation through a bilateral “control room”. 

Also, the Greek trade union OTOE, having concluded the 2019-2021 collective labour agreement, 

has achieved the objective of coping with the digital transformation issues via a specific training of 

employees.         

 

Managing the ageing of the workforce through inclusion   

 

The right way to tackle the ageing of the workers - in every industry but especially in the financial 

sector - is that of increasing the value of age. Companies must perceive that the worth of age is the 

value of the experience itself. An engaged older workforce can even enhance productivity and 

generate improved business outcomes. Although an experienced labour force is an opportunity and 

not a burden, many banks do not seem to consider age planning a priority.    

  

The main areas of an optimal age diversity management are commonly defined as the three Rs: 

recruitment, which must include all demographic groups, also seniors bringing a wealth of 

experience; retraining, which must be age-group specific, taking into account the needs of older 

workers;  retaining, which must help aged people to stay in work via tools for adapting work to 

people over time and space (flexible work).  

 

There is no standardised age management plan. Since business rationales and corporate habits are 

diverse, shaping and performing an age diversity management scheme imply a specific path for 

each company. 

 

The optimal way to shape and apply effective age management processes is through productive 

dialogue between social partners - trade unions and employers' associations – aimed to animate the 

process, exchange appropriate information, consult and make decisions, drive change. 

A virtuous example of age planning is the frame agreement approved by Finnish employers and 
trade unions to draw up a joint age management model for industry, municipalities and government 

agencies.      

 

Bridging the generation gap through knowledge sharing   

 

Many industries – particularly the financial sector - are facing a loss of knowledge due to the 

retirement of aged employees. The loss concerns both explicit and implicit knowledge. The “tacit” 

knowledge is the implied set of experience that belongs to older workers and leaves the company 

https://www.firstcisl.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/CCNL_ABI-19-12-2019.pdf
https://www.firstcisl.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/CCNL_ABI-19-12-2019.pdf
https://www.firstcisl.it/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/CCNL_ABI-19-12-2019.pdf
http://www.uni-europa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/20190326_OTOE_New-Sectoral-CBA_summary_EN.pdf
http://www.uni-europa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/20190326_OTOE_New-Sectoral-CBA_summary_EN.pdf
https://www.agronomiliitto.fi/site/assets/files/4527/job_life_cycle_model_in_english.pdf
https://www.agronomiliitto.fi/site/assets/files/4527/job_life_cycle_model_in_english.pdf
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together with the worker. The demographic dynamics bring the threat of a dangerous knowledge 

gap, but banks often underestimate this loss.  

 

A systematic process of knowledge transfer is the remedy against the risk of knowledge leak. The 

intergenerational transmission of knowledge takes place through mentoring (and similar coaching 

or tutoring) but also thanks to other factors such as training and life-course work approach.     

The logical sequence of the knowledge transfer process must be able to answer to the following 

question words: what (which area of knowledge is at risk of loss); who (who owns that part of 

knowledge and is about to retire); whom (who is the recipient of the transfer); how (which are the 

most appropriate tools to transfer knowledge and how to apply/monitor them).  

 

As in the case of age management, knowledge transfer is not a universal scheme: since business 

models and organisational cultures are different, planning and implementing a knowledge transfer 

process will imply a specific walk for each company. Mentoring and transmission of know-how 

must flow in both directions, to make both elderly and young people exchanging their knowledge.  

Good examples of intergenerational dialogue and exchange have been implemented by Barclays. 

Particularly, a type of reverse mentoring – from junior to senior colleagues - has been put in 

practice to facilitate older workers to operate new functions.    

The awareness of banks is fundamental for avoiding the risk of a generational drift (“train wreck”).  

The role of trade unions is crucial in making that consciousness emerge against the threat of 

memory loss (“corporate amnesia”).    

 

Conclusions    

 

While the walk of digitisation gets faster, many banks are planning continuous reductions in 

employment over time, but so far they seem reluctant to update or convert staff through upskilling 

and reskilling. From a concrete evolutionary perspective, the risk is that banks can fall victim to 

digital Darwinism, which occurs when technology advances more rapidly than the organisation can 

adapt. Examples such as Kodak and Blockbuster, although in different industries, show how 

innovation does not forgive companies that don’t understand it. 

 

The digital transformation is not only a matter of investments and customer experience but also of 

people. Digitisation cannot be accomplished without the direct intervention of workers, who 

participate in the related processes with their human qualities: general work competencies, specific 

job skills, creativity, attitude towards relationships, judgment, critical thinking. Otherwise, the 

digital revolution can result in a threat rather than an opportunity.   

 

Trade unions are called to play an important role in facilitating the comprehension of the risks that 

banks run if they face the technological transformation without the proper involvement of the 

human factor. Therefore, unions must verify that sufficient resources in terms of time and money 

are invested by the banks in redesigning competencies.      

     

Moreover, to tackle the accelerating aging of the workforce, it is necessary to promote the 

concertation between social partners more than before. Social dialogue must be based on 

exchanging information, consulting and negotiating about the appropriate strategies of age diversity 

management and intergenerational knowledge sharing. This way, the discontinuity between 

different demographic groups of workers can be filled and intergenerational solidarity can be 

achieved. 

 
                                                                                                           Francesco Discanno                                                                

   APF FIRST CISL  

Scientific Partnership Coordinator 

https://joinus.barclays/eme/diversity-and-inclusion/multigenerational/

